Introduction
Antonio Gramsci's rich reflections on the concepts of hegemony, ideology and political strategy have provided much inspiration for social theorists and analysts working in various traditions and fields. 1 The latter include developments in international political economy, cultural studies, sociology, organization theory, literary theory and political philosophy. This chapter focuses on the work of Laclau and Mouffe, as well as other proponents of the Essex school of discourse analysis who have sought to elaborate a post-Marxist interpretation of Gramsci's work. Such scholars have combined Gramsci's reflections of hegemony, with more recent developments in critical theory (such as structural Marxism, genealogy and psychoanalysis) to engage in a wider deconstruction of the Marxist tradition, thereby laying the basis for a distinctive approach to the analysis of ideology and politics. 3 The goal of the chapter is to explore the way Laclau and Mouffe's ideas about hegemony, subjectivity and power can supplement other neo-Gramscian accounts of the state, ideology and international political economy. But it also seeks to provide a way of operationalizing these abstract concepts and logics so as to develop critical explanations of problematized phenomena in the national and international context. Put in these terms, the chapter provokes an immediate worry about the status and contribution of Laclau and Mouffe's writings. There is, in some quarters, a strongly held view that their political theory is not a legitimate part of the mainstream Gramscian (or indeed Marxist) tradition at all. 4 This, however, is to miss the actual point of their intellectual project, which was primarily not intended as an intervention in Marxist and Gramscian scholarship, but rather, as an exercise that sought to extract and reconstruct the concept of hegemony in Gramsci's texts, so as to develop a novel way of analyzing politics and power in late capitalist societies. By situating Laclau and Mouffe in relation to Gramsci's later reflections, I shall explore the various dimensions of this endeavor.
The Gramscian origins of the post-Marxist project
It is something of a commonplace to note that Gramsci's work has been received and interpreted in wildly diverse ways, and that the precise theoretical and political import of his legacy has been hotly disputed. Some restrict his contribution to the particular (Italian) spatio-temporal context in which he was writing, while others present his ideas in terms of developing a socialist political strategy for more developed systems of capitalism in the West. More recently, his work is taken to represent a major theoretical contribution to our understanding of philosophy and politics which manages to exceed his particular situation. At the same time, Leninist, Euro-communist, social democratic, postmodern, realist, liberal and anarchist perspectives on Gramsci jostle with one another as their respective proponents seek to characterize, evaluate, appropriate or criticize the insights presented in the Prison Notebooks and other texts. In this chapter, in defense of Laclau and Mouffe, I argue that Gramsci generates a more universal theoretical contribution to political theory, and I shall focus my analysis on an evaluation of their post-Marxist reading of his work.
Gramsci's distinctive contribution to political theory stems from his efforts to criticize and overcome the economism and essentialism of classical Marxism, especially as it was developed in the Second International by thinkers like Georgi Plekhanov, Karl Kautsky and Eduard Bernstein. In this spirit he embarked on a fundamental reworking of the Marxist concept of society which was expressed in the famous base/superstructure model of social relations.
6 Put simply, in this picture of social relations the role of the ideological and political superstructures is to ensure the reproduction of the 'economic structure of society,' principally through the coercive power of the state and the propagation of false and distorted forms of consciousness, and the economic structure is identified with civil society.
One preeminent understanding of Gramsci's political theory, expressed most forcefully by Norberto Bobbio, but also evident in the work of Perry Anderson, suggests that the main thrust of the Prison Notebooks is to bring about a double transformation of the basic base/superstructure model of society. 7 In this view, Marx privileges the role of economic
